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Introduction: Living and studying in the UK
Being successful
Congratulations! You have made a very good decision to study abroad in the UK. This book will help you to study successfully so you should read it and keep it with you while you study. Studying in the UK is a very exciting and valuable experience for you. We know that it is very important to you, and your family, that you are very successful in your studies, and very happy with your life in the UK. Being successful while you are in the UK can mean many things:
1. Getting a good qualification. 2. Feeling happy with yourself and the new experiences you will have in the UK. 3. Improving your English language skills. 4. Gaining a wider knowledge of the world, and UK society in particular. 5. Being independent for the first time since you left China. 6. Making new friends and finding out about their countries and their lives. 7. Preparing yourself well for a good career, either back in China, or internationally.
So success can mean many things, but all of these things can come from using this book to make sure that your studies achieve the results that you want.
Chapter 1: Xiangping's Study tips
Read Xiangping's tips about settling down well in the UK, managing your time well, and things that you might find strange at first about UK culture. 在来英国之前先做一些功课，了解英国 的基本文化和礼仪，以及中西文化的基本差异，尤其是基本的吃、穿、住、行，以免被一 些不同的行为吓倒。比如： Northern Ireland' which indicates it is a sovereign state which consists of two main islands: Great Britain and the north-eastern part of the island of Ireland. This is different from China which is considered to be one country. Even though they are part of these two islands, England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland have all been regarded for centuries as nations, with their own languages and cultures, and this is still the correct way to refer to them. So we can talk about the English Nation, the Scottish Nation, the Welsh Nation and the Irish Nation. The UK consists of the following countries: England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland have all been regarded for centuries as nations, and this is still the correct way to refer to them. So we can talk about the English Nation, the Scottish Nation, the Welsh Nation and the Irish Nation. Each of these nations has had Kings or Queens to rule them before their modern democratic, parliamentary governments were established. This is why we still use the word 'Kingdom'.
What does 'British' mean?
You will hear this word quite often when you are in the UK. You might hear people say that they are British, or that they prefer British food for example. It is the established term for anything which relates to the UK. So if you have a British passport, you are a 'British citizen'. Sometimes, the word British is shortened to the word 'Brits' to refer to British citizens.
The UK is a multicultural society with people from many different nations, ethnic groups, cultures, and religions. In the UK, the word 'foreigner' is not a polite word to describe people from outside the UK. People can be referred to by their country of origin -so you are Chinese, but not a 'foreigner'. It is government policy to treat all citizens fairly and equally under the law, regardless of their country of origin.
The UK is regarded as a monolingual English speaking society, and the main originator of the English language. The English language is the only official language used in central government. It is one of the most widely spoken languages globally, particularly in business, and is also one of the most popular foreign languages learned and used in the world. The global use of the English language brings many international students to the UK, and China provides one of the largest groups of international students in the UK.
The European Union
The UK and Republic of Ireland are also members of the European Union (EU), which is an international organisation (not a state). It has its own laws which member countries must obey. Citizens of all the member countries have the right to settle in any member state. You will find many European citizens living and working in the UK.
What differences do you think you will find between your education experience in China and your new study home in the UK? Write some notes in the reflection box at the end of this chapter.
The UK Higher Education system
In the UK, many students go on to 'higher' education from 'secondary' education. As in China, good final exam results are essential for all British students who want to go on to further study. However, students also enter Higher Education from many other different routes. Since learning is regarded as a lifelong process, many adults enter Higher Education after years spent in other careers, often enrolling on 'distance' modules which are largely taught online, with minimal actual contact with tutors. In UK Higher Education, there is a great diversity of qualifications and study programmes. You will meet students from many different social, cultural and political backgrounds. You will also meet students engaged in many different types of degree programmes, such as direct entrants to particular programme years, on 'top up' degrees, as well as European students on 'double degree' programmes from European universities. This diversity is an important characteristic of the UK Higher Education system. Most UK universities follow the same educational timetable as UK schools. The 'academic year' begins in late September or early October, and finishes in June or July the following year. Universities can either have three 'terms' beginning in September/October, January and May; or they may choose to adopt the American system of two 'semesters' a year, starting in September/ October and January. It is also important to remember that although all universities are given rankings in national and global league tables, all UK universities, regardless of their rankings, will provide excellent teaching and learning opportunities.
Foundation modules
In addition to the main types of qualifications, some colleges and universities run special foundation or pre-sessional programmes for students who do not meet the normal entry requirements. These foundation programmes usually include more English language training for international students.
THINK 1.1 Bachelor's/undergraduate degrees
These are normally three-year degree programmes, although they might be longer if they involve work experience (internships or placements) or overseas exchanges, as part of the programme. These 'first' degrees are undergraduate degrees and are still called 'Bachelor's' degrees, because originally, only males could study for degrees at university. These programmes lead to awards such as Bachelor of Arts (BA) and Bachelor of Science (BSc). Both of these awards are at the same level, the only difference being that a BA is awarded in arts subjects, and a BSc normally only for 'science' subjects such as maths or engineering.
Many degree programmes now involve a year of 'placement' in industry, making the degree four years in total. This is sometimes called a 'sandwich' programme because, like the sandwich you can eat, it has something extra in the middle. Each year, undergraduate students take a number of 'modules' in their subjects, eventually getting enough 'credits' to be awarded the degree on completion of the three or four years. The degree can be awarded with 'honours' for those students achieving a higher number of credits
Master's/postgraduate degrees
Once students have obtained their undergraduate degree, they can apply for postgraduate degree study. Master's degrees are usually one-year programmes undertaken after completing an undergraduate degree. They often involve some extended research to produce a research report called a 'dissertation'. They are classed as taught postgraduate degrees and can be classified according to the subject area, for example, Master of Science (MSc) or Master of Arts (MA). You can also study for a Master of Philosophy (MPhil) which is a shorter research degree, completed to the same academic quality as a PhD, but suiting students who are not able to commit to a lengthy period of study.
All British Master's degrees are 'research' degrees, although they include different taught modules. However, Master's students are expected to develop independent learning skills. A Master's degree is also a basic training in academic research, and requires intensive study and usually the production of a 'dissertation' which is a long research report on a topic that the student chooses, but is guided by a 'supervisor' in the choice. Research and critical thinking skills are very important for this type of degree. Apart from studying other subject modules, students spend a significant amount of the time researching their specialist subject area by themselves.
Doctorates
A doctorate (PhD) is the next (and highest) qualification you can obtain in the UK. It normally takes three to four years to complete with full-time study. You You can achieve excellent results wherever you study in the UK. How will a good qualification from the UK help you in your future life? Write some notes in the reflection box at the end of this chapter.
Adaptation issues UK culture
Because the UK is a multicultural country, there is really no such thing as 'UK culture' -there are people of many different cultures living and working together in the UK. There are, however, general traditions and special ways of doing things, which you might see as very different from the way that people do things in China. One good way to learn about these differences is to make sure that you get out as much as you can, and travel on weekends and holidays to different places in the UK. Talking to 'home' students from the UK will also be another good way to learn about cultural differences, as will watching British films, British TV programmes and watching and listening to British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) News and current affairs programmes. This will also improve your ability to speak and understand English.
UK climate
An easy way to start a conversation with anyone in the UK is to mention the weather -'It's a lovely day, isn't it, etc. Because the UK is a group of islands, the weather is particularly changeable, and is often very wet and cold in the winter. In winter -from November to February -the nights become dark quite normally need a good first degree, and a good Master's degree, before you are accepted by a university for a PhD. Master's students can progress to a PhD if they have good academic results, and want to follow an academic career.
THINK 1.2
early, around four to five o'clock in the evening. Some people get quite depressed at this time of year and 'Seasonal Affective Disorder' (SAD) -sadness and depression -is said to often result. Many Chinese students, like UK citizens, find that the British climate affects them a lot. You may be used to a much warmer climate in Southern China, for example, or you may just find the rain and grey skies of an English winter a bit depressing. However, the weather tends to improve from spring (April) onwards.
Food and sleep
One important way to keep yourself happy is to eat well. Food is important to everyone, and is a particularly important part of Chinese culture. Chinese students are particularly interested in trying new types of dishes, as well as good Chinese food. Food in the UK is no longer just 'fish and chips' as many newly-arrived Chinese students seem to think it is. There are many other local 'British' speciality foods and traditional dishes which you should definitely try, and the UK has many international restaurants and supermarkets from most countries in the world. There are also many specialist Chinese supermarkets in most towns and cities. Many supermarkets have their own economy brands which are very reasonably priced for students who need to be careful with their money. There are also many different types of 'fast food' outlets in the UK, many of which will be familiar to you from China. Italian food is very popular with Chinese students, possibly because the Chinese are said to have invented pasta noodles, and there are many Italian restaurants in the UK.
If you like Szechuan food, then you might like Indian and Thai food which is also very spicy, and very popular in the UK, so there are many Indian and Thai restaurants in the UK. The Chinese restaurants in the UK make dishes according to British tastes, and the food may be different from similar dishes in China. Most Chinese students tend to cook their own food together, using fresh ingredients from Chinese supermarkets. Remember, this is also a good time to invite English speakers to your cooking evening; you can also practise English, as well as get information about other types of cooking from different countries.
It is also very important to make sure that you get plenty of sleep. As a student in a new environment, you might feel that it is very exciting to sit up all night with other students, but if you do this every night, you will quickly find that your studies will suffer and you will not be able to get up in time for your lectures. Try to make sure that you keep the weekend for socialising and the week for studying. A good 'work-life balance' is essential to be successful.
Communication issues
Adapting well to the new UK culture will be important to ensure study success. Communication issues and general homesickness can make you feel sad if you have not been to the UK before. This can be made worse if you feel that you had been a very good student in China, but because of communication issues, you are not able to show your ability to your tutors or other students in the UK. You might start to feel you are not doing very well, and you might feel it is impossible for you to succeed.
These are quite natural feelings, but most Chinese students manage very well once they have settled into their study routine, and made some friends. However, if you do experience personal problems, and you start to feel depressed, you must talk to your tutor or your international student adviser. In the UK, you are encouraged to discuss personal problems because we know that happy students will generally be more successful students.
Concerns about success
Although you will have an exciting time studying in the UK, we know that you will also be worried about keeping up with your studies and being successful. You might feel worried about your English, or saying and doing the 'right' thing in situations which are strange to you.
These feelings are common to many students. However, the reasons for feeling uncomfortable will vary. When you are listening to academic English, you may find it hard to admit to the tutor that you do not understand what was said. This might be because you don't want your tutor to think you are not a good student, or it might also mean that you are nervous about starting any conversation, because you feel you might not be able to think of the 'right' words to say in reply. Here is what a Chinese student, Xiao Zhou (Ava), has to say: When I first came to the UK to study, I was too shy to talk to my tutor when I got the chance to. I was thinking about questions like how do I organise my English to talk to him -how do I make him understand? If I ask a question in this way, would he think I should know the answer myself before talking to him? Therefore, I always lost my chance to communicate with him. But I realised that if I don't break my own barriers and be brave to ask, I will never learn and improve myself. I was also aware that although he was my tutor, I still needed to communicate with him as well as I did with the other students. I went to him and expressed these thoughts to him. My communication wasn't very organised, but he understood me quite well and we felt very relaxed and it was easier to communicate with him after that. I also felt very pleased with myself for taking this opportunity.
ACTIVITY 1.1
What kind of student are you? A personal SWOT assessment is a general assessment which looks at your Strengths and Weaknesses, the Opportunities you have, and any Threats that you can see to your success. Complete a SWOT assessment using the headings below, and the space provided in the appendix. You can repeat the SWOT assessment when you have finished the first part of your study in the UK to see if you have increased your strengths! My current strengths as a student My current weaknesses as a student Current opportunities for my study success Current threats to my study success
Induction
You will be given an induction (sometimes called 'orientation') period after you arrive at your institution. This is designed to give you all the basic information you will need, and often includes important things like meeting your tutors and choosing your modules. You will probably not get your timetable at this stage -you will be given this just before teaching starts -but induction is a very important process and you should not miss it. If you arrive late because of transport or visa problems, make sure that you contact the student advisers to receive this induction information. This induction period is also a very good time to start making friends.
Communicating with your tutors
In the UK, the relationship between students and tutors can sometimes appear to be very different from the traditional 'Confucian' view that you will have experienced in China. This can lead to misunderstandings when Chinese students come to study here. Chinese students often feel that their UK tutors are not as available as their teachers in China, but this is largely because of communication issues.
From our own experience of teaching in China, we know that Chinese students may be used to a closer relationship with their tutors -almost like a 'parental' relationship on the part of the tutors. Tutors in China tend to be more available largely because many tutors actually live on the campus with their students. As a result, there is often more socialising between tutors and students in China. In the UK, this will normally only happen during formal induction programmes, or perhaps as a special event during a module, but all your UK tutors will want to encourage you to communicate with them, and all of them want you to succeed. All your tutors have office hours during term time when you can drop-in and discuss any issues of your concern, or just for a casual chat about your studies and to say hello.
In some cases, Chinese students can feel that their UK tutors do not know them very well. This would be a wrong impression -all tutors are professionals, and always value their students highly, but they are very busy people, with many students to manage, and research projects to complete. Your tutors will want you to feel positive about your learning experience, but they will expect you to develop independent study skills, as outlined in Chapter 3.
Depending on the university or college student support system, you may be assigned a personal tutor, or you may have a student support unit which you can go to if you have any problems. All tutors are required to display their office hours and you do not normally need to book an appointment with them during these times, but just 'drop in'. You must do this if you feel you need to discuss any academic or personal issues with them that might affect your work and study.
Virtual Learning Environments
A vital source of communication with your tutors and other students when you are studying in the UK will be your VLE or 'Virtual Learning Environment'. Universities and colleges put their learning and teaching materials on this special intranet learning platform. It's very important that you get to know this system quickly -ideally in the first week that you arrive, because it is your main study and information platform. It is very important that you check your module or module guides and news every day.
Daily contact with your modules, tutors and other students through the VLE is a vital part of your education in the UK, and the only way that your language and study skills will quickly improve.
Your module guide, module syllabus, reading lists, timetables and module and university information will usually all be put on the VLE. Tutors put module materials on the VLE and use this portal to display lecture slides, class readings, further reading lists, essay questions and video links. The VLE contains vital details regarding class times, locations and room changes, as well as being the place where you electronically submit your assessed work. The VLE is therefore a central part of your study experience in the UK and you should make the most of its capabilities. Many VLEs contain a place for interaction with other students, and interaction with tutors. This will give you a very good basis to develop your interaction and communication with your fellow students and your tutors.
Making friends
Friendship networks with other students will play an important role in helping you to adjust to the new environment. There are usually active Chinese student associations which can help you initially in this process, and then it will be a very good idea to join more general student societies and student union clubs and activities that will help you make friends with students from other countries. You need to 'work outside your comfort zone' and force yourself to be 'brave' like Ava, and try to form friendships with students from other countries in order to help improve your English. Most Chinese students have good intentions to 'mix' with students from other countries in order to improve their English, but often it seems easier to just socialise with other Chinese students. Try not to just take the easy way -it might actually be the longest road to study success. If you only mix with other Chinese students and watch Chinese movies all the time etc., then you will not be making the most of the great opportunity you have of living and studying in the UK.
If you gave yourself an 'English' name, which one would you choose and why? Do some internet research on possible English names and their meanings and choose one that you think would be the most suitable for you (you don't have to have an English name -this is just an exercise to teach you more about English names).
What kind of person are you? Are you shy? Are you sociable? Do you make friends easily in China? How will you try to make friends with students from other countries when you are in the UK? Write some notes in the reflection box at the end of this chapter.
What is your name?
For people in the UK, Chinese names can sometimes be difficult to understand. For example, one of our students is called Yau Wai Ping in China. Her family call her 'Wai Ping', and her 'family' name is Yau. She decided to call herself 'Wendy' in the UK -partly because it also began with a 'W' sound -but also because she just liked the name, and she knew that it would be easier for her tutors in the UK to remember it. However, if you prefer to just use your Chinese name, that's fine -but make sure that your tutor pronounces it correctly, and in a way that you are comfortable with! We've already introduced you to Xiao Zhou, and she actually prefers an English name. She decided to call herself 'Ava', but still uses her Chinese name sometimes.
THINK 1.3 THINK 1.4 Administrative issues
You will find that before you can begin your studies, you will have a lot of administrative issues to attend to. These will of course vary from institution to institution, but briefly, will generally include the following:
Registering with the university and paying fees These regulations will vary but you should be pro-active in this area yourself, although you can get help from your international student adviser. It's your responsibility to make sure that you are correctly registered on the right programme and that you have paid all the required fees before your module starts, otherwise this might adversely affect your degree programme.
Registering with the local police
This is a normal requirement for all international students and can be helpful if problems arise during your stay. The police can be very helpful to registered students, particularly with landlord problems, or problems with people who might try to cheat you or insult you. Although the UK is generally a very safe place for students, you will need to be careful about walking on your own late at night, and be aware that there are many pickpockets and thieves in the larger cities, as indeed there are in all cities in the world. It's a good idea to have the number of the local community support police are on your phone. For emergencies, you only need to dial 999 from any phone.
Registering with medical services
Chinese and UK medical traditions are very different. Your university or college will have a health centre or nurse on duty, and you should make an appointment to register with the health centre as soon as you can. Alternative Chinese medicine is also widely available from practitioners in most large towns and cities.
Visa regulations and attendance
Your international student adviser will be able to update you on current visa regulations and the current rules regarding any paid part-time work which you might want to undertake while you are in the UK. Not all students will receive adequate financial support from their family for their studies. Therefore you might want to get a part time job while you are here. This will also be a very good way of improving your English as well as giving you an income, but you must comply with current visa requirements about the number of hours you are legally entitled to work. As a student, you will be restricted in the number of hours you can legally work, and remember that your studies will take up most of your time.
Also remember to inform your module tutors if you have to go back to China for a long period during your study, because there may be a university and module requirement for you to remain in the UK while you are registered at the institution. All universities and colleges are required to strictly monitor attendance, and require that you register for each teaching week, so that they know you are attending your programme.
Opening a bank account
Opening a UK bank current account will still be essential for you in order to manage your financial affairs while you are in the UK. There are many banks to choose from, most with good connections to China. Some of them will charge you a monthly fee to have an account. You should check carefully. Many of the banks offer special deals for students, which often give special advantages. One special advantage that is very useful is insurance for your phone and personal possessions. Check if the bank account you are offered also gives you this insurance free of charge. Most banking is done on the internet or by phone, so you must make sure you have good virus protection software installed on your computer, particularly if you do lots of financial transactions online. What differences do you think you will find between your education experience in China and your new study home in the UK? Write some notes.
Think 1.2
You can achieve excellent results wherever you study in the UK. How will a good qualification from the UK help you in your future life? Write some notes below.
Think 1.3
What kind of person are you? Are you shy? Are you sociable? Do you make friends easily in China? How will you try to make friends with students from other countries when you are in the UK? Think about yourself and write some notes below.
Think 1.4
If you gave yourself an 'English' name, which one would you choose and why? Do some internet research on possible English names and their meanings and choose one that you think would be the most suitable for you. Write down the name here, and the meaning, and your reasons for choosing it. Remember, the question says 'if' -there is no reason why you have to choose a name! Chapter 1: Reflective box
